Light on the Lessons

Acts 17:22-31; 1 Peter 3:13-22; John 14:15-21

Sixth Sunday of Easter; Cycle A; April 27, 2008
Participant Guide

I Getting Started


1. “Though officially monotheists, many American Christians in fact practice polytheism.” What does that observation mean? What do you think about it?


2. The Afghanis felt that Americans had abandoned them after the Russians were defeated. They worry that we might abandon them again. What fears of abandonment, of being left alone, affect people you know?


3. Many voices have urged us to recognize that all people on earth have one Father and together inhabit one lonely planet. This view would lead to greater understanding among peoples. But even in a shrinking world of globalization, it remains an elusive vision. Why do you think this idea is such a hard sell?

II Check the Texts

1. Acts 17:22-31

Though it has lost its political power, Athens in Paul’s day remained a vital intellectual center. The Areopagus (Mar’s Hill) was the name of a hill near the Acropolis and the name of the Athenian supreme council; the text of Acts is unclear as to which meaning Luke intended.


A. Read Acts 17:15-21, to establish the context for this lesson. First, some notes: “Babbler” (verse 18) literally means “seed-picker,” after birds who pick up bits of seed; it was a derogatory term for a glib gossip, shallow thinker; “Foreign divinities” (also verse 18) may reflect a confusion; the Greek for “resurrection” is “anastasis,” a feminine noun which hearers could have interpreted as a goddess consort to the god “Jesus.” 


How did Paul spend his time in Athens? What places did he visit? From the comment in verse 21, an observation shared by many in the Hellenistic world, how would you describe the Athenians? 


B. This is the most “literary” sermon in Acts. Think of it divided into five sections: 22-23, 24-25, 26-27, 28-29, and 30-32. What title would you give to each section?


C. Skim Acts 13:14-41, Paul’s sermon at Antioch. What differences in style and content do you notice between this sermon and that of Acts 17? What might explain those differences?


D. Read Acts 17:34. Where did he go next (18:1)? Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-25. How does the tone of this passage differ from the sermon in Athens? Do you think this 1 Corinthians passage could reflect Paul’s feelings about Athens? If so, then how did he feel?

2. 1 Peter 3:13-22

In F.L. Cross’ suggestion that 1 Peter reflects a baptismal service, this passage would come from the part where the bishop instructs the newly baptized in the duties of Christian discipleship.


A. How would you describe the theme of verses 13-17? What is the theme of verse 14? How does that connect with the theme of 15b-16? What kind of social situations do these verses seem to address? (For a clue to one possibility, see 3:1.) What relevance do these verses have to our modern experience as Christians? 


B. Compare verses 13-17 with Jesus’ beatitudes, Matthew 5:3-11. Which beatitudes seem to underlie Peter’s teaching? What wording in verse 14 echoes the beatitudes?


C. Read verses 13-22. What phrase(s) in this passage best capture its overall meaning? What statements are made in the passage about Christ’s saving activity? How does Peter describe the goal of Christ’s suffering for us?


D. Recall the story of Noah and the flood (Genesis 6–8). How well does Noah fit an illustration of baptism? What similarities and contrasts do you find between Noah’s flood and our baptism? With what event in Jesus’ life is our baptism connected (verse 21)? How does Romans 6:3-9 interpret this connection?

3. John 14:15-21

This reading continues the Gospel passage from last week. In this Farewell Discourse (chapters 14-17) spoken at their last supper together, Jesus prepares his disciples (and us) for life without his physical presence. The titles Advocate, Paraclete, and Spirit of truth all refer to the Holy Spirit.


A. Read verses 12-17. What does Jesus promise in verse 12? According to verses 14-16, what three things will aid believers in accomplishing these “greater works”? In your spirituality, how do these three factors balance? What does it mean that disciples will do “greater” works after Jesus returns to the Father?


B. In verse 17, why do you think we believers will see and know the Spirit, but the world will not?


C. Does “truth” in “the Spirit of truth” mean correct doctrine, proper logic, or something else? Consider Proverbs 84-12, where Wisdom speaks. Let’s assume that Wisdom here is defining “truth.” How would you summarize what she says? (Note: Wisdom and Spirit are both feminine nouns.)


D. In verse 19, what is the contrast presented by the word “but”? How do you explain this contrast? In the next clause, what does “because” suggest?


E. In verse 20, to what does “On that day” refer?


F. According to verse 21, how can we know who loves God? Why is that an important component of love for God and one another?

What Does It All Mean?


1. How have you experienced the presence of God in your life this week? What kinds of experiences make you most aware of God’s presence?


2. Religion touches on all the significant aspects of life, yet it is a taboo conversational subject, even among pretty good friends. How can we speak of our faith in attractive ways?


3. We affirm that we are saved by God’s grace alone, in which we trust through faith. John, though, has Jesus stressing “keep my commandments.” How do you think Luther’s observation that Christians are at the same time saints and sinners fits into this discussion?


4. What are some ways you have found effective in deepening your baptismal relationship with the Risen Christ?


5. In this New Age with so many varieties of spirituality, what might lead believers to treat Jesus as one source of spiritual insight and guidance among others? 

IV Into the Week


1. You go home and someone asks, “What did you learn today?” What do you reply?


2. Choose a person or issue on which to focus your prayer this week. Pray for the person each day. 
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